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Gloria Naylor is a significant African American woman writer in the 20th century.  
Once published, her third novel Mama Day has aroused wide acclaim among 
reviewers and critics. Her application of magical realism in this novel represents 
perfectly the artistry of the fiction and makes it attractive and worth reading.  
 Magical realism is a new artistic genre, in which magical elements or illogical 
scenarios appear in an otherwise realistic or even “normal” setting. It has been widely 
used in relation to literature, art and film. Magical realism created a new way to 
search the reality. In other words, as a new approach to literary realism, magical 
realism relies on the presentation of supernatural, imagined or magical elements as if 
they were real to search for the hidden meaning and real truth behind them. Besides 
complying with the basic principle of revealing and reflecting the social reality by 
blurring the boundary of the real and the magic worlds to create a mystical setting, 
magical realists are also proficient in applying myths in Bible and other cultures in 
order to bestow the reality with allegory meanings. In magical realist works, some 
postmodernist strategies are frequently employed to express the writers’ themes and 
create mythical atmosphere.  
  This paper holds that Naylor’s employment of magical realism in Mama Day 
plays an extremely important role in conveying the themes and producing the 
shocking effects. It is also one of the most attractive points deserving a detailed 
research in the artistic features of this novel, as well as an unexplored research field 
till now.  
 Naylor’s elaborate arrangements, including the mythical setting Willow Springs, 
mysterious characters along with Miranda’s supernatural power, on one hand, 
celebrate the rich black heritage, and on the other hand, ridicule the rational white 
world. Besides the artistic presentation of the magical elements in the novel, Naylor 
also performs her exemplary skills in the mastery of symbolism, which is another 
characteristic of magical realism. The symbolic meanings of such images as hands, 
















deepen the novel’s themes and develop the characters’ depiction in the book. The 
narrative method in the novel is another bright point that attracts the reader and critics. 
In this paper, the strategy of multiple perspectives is decoded with another way called 
quilt structure to pinpoint the traditional black culture. Other techniques, such as: the 
juxtaposition of the past and the present, some movie elements and stream of 
consciousness, also function properly in strengthening the artistic effects of Mama 
Day.  
The comprehensive magical realist reading of Mama Day cannot exhaust this 
novel’s charm. In the conclusion part, some other approaches to this book are 
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 For many scholars and readers of contemporary women’s writing, Toni Morrison, 
Alice Walker, and Gloria Naylor have come to represent a kind of “holy trinity” of 
African American women’s literature. Alice Walker and Morrison’s works are widely 
known probably because of the tremendous literary and filmic success of The Color 
Purple in Walker’s case and the Nobel Prize for Literature in Morrison’s case, while 
Naylor remains more generally unknown outside of academe, which can be reflected 
by the inexistence of the Chinese version of any Naylor’s novel. However, Naylor’s 
attribution to the African American literature is no less significant than the other two. 
Her novels are undoubtedly valued highlier abroad than in China. Since the first novel 
accepted wide acclaim, Naylor has established herself as a significant contemporary 
writer. Her third novel Mama Day is taken by herself as the first novel of her being a 
writer, and also her “show-off” novel, which determines her having a real career as a 
writer. Her use of magical realism is not fortuitous and she claims clearly in an 
interview about her purpose of applying the theory: 
 
And that[magical realism] would be on purpose. You know, I needed to find a way 
structurally to tell the story of George and Cocoa, so what I was doing was walking a 
thin line between that which is real and that what is not real, in an odd kind of way. So, I 
read Gabriel García Márquez ages ago…And so I don’t have any problem with it. I 
enjoy reading some of the magical realists and I’ve even used them. (Bonetti, 2004: 61) 
 
Naylor’s various presentations of magic, in structure or in texts, such as the mystical 
setting Willow Springs, magical narrator George from the grave, etc, realizes her 
concern on the “thin line” of “real” and “not real” (61). In an interview, she states 
clearly that Mama Day is a novel which displays her desire “to rest and write about 
what I[she] believe[s]”, while her first two novels are for her need to “exorcise 
demons” (Carabi, 2004: 121). She also states: “And I believe in the power of love and 
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about the fact the real basic magic is the unfolding of the human potential and that if 
we reach inside ourselves we can create miracles” (121). This celebration of love and 
magic makes Mama Day Naylor’s most positive and life-affirming fiction to date.  
 The present thesis consists of four chapters. Chapter One is the introduction of the 
writer Gloria Naylor’s life and her works. The theory of magical realism is also 
introduced with its origin, evolution and principles and main characteristics.   
 Chapter Two lays out all the magical elements in the novel: the heroine Miranda’s 
foreknowledge, mysterious characters, events and customs in the mystical island 
Willow Springs, the African traditional belief animism and the employment of myths 
in the Bible. All these are recounted in a matter-of-fact narrative, which conforms to 
the principles of magical realism: commingling of the improbable and the mundane 
and relying on the reader in accepting both realistic and magical perspectives on the 
same level. 
 Chapter Three is devoted to the employment of symbolism in the novel, another 
notable characteristic of magical realism. In African literature and culture, symbolism 
has its own unique feature. The masterful usage of the symbols deepens the themes in 
the novel and enhances its artistic effect.  
 Chapter Four is contributed to the narrative methods used in Mama Day. Quilt is 
a frequently used symbol in African American women writers’ works. It is the best 
demonstration of African women’s creation and imagination. In Mama Day, Gloria 
Naylor endows it with a new meaning by applying it as the structure of the whole 
novel and connects it with the history of the Day family. In this way, quilt as the 
structure is Naylor’s recreation of African American literature. Besides that, some 
other techniques are also presented in this chapter, such as the juxtaposition of the 
past and present, stream of consciousness, the elements in the movie-making field, 
etc. 
 In the conclusion part, some advice of other perspectives on the reading of the 
novel is provided for readers to do further research, such as: a psychological approach 
to Mama Day, a feminist reading, and a comparative study of Mama Day with some 
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Chapter 1  Gloria Naylor and Magical Realism 
1.1 Gloria Naylor and Her works 
Gloria Naylor (1950-), reputed and considered as one of the most celebrated 
Afro-American writers, has written five novels since her first novel The Women of 
Brewster Place was published and granted the American Book Award for Best First 
Novel in 1983. The other four novels she has produced are Linden Hills(1985), Mama 
Day(1988), Bailey’s Café(1992), and The Men of Brewster Place(1998). In addition to 
these primary works, she has also published essays—including a column in the New 
York Times in 1986 and a scholarly piece, “Love and Sex in the Afro-American Novel”, 
which was published in the Yale Review in 1988—and has written several unproduced 
screenplays. She edited Children of the Night: The Best Short Stories by Black Writers 
1967 to the Present in 1995. 
Although Gloria Naylor is a native New Yorker, her roots, like those of many 
African Americans of her generation, are in the south. Her personal history takes on 
an almost mythic quality, because she was conceived in the south but born in the 
North, grew up in the largest urban center in the United States with however being 
instilled in her the values associated with rural America. Naylor’s family history, 
stories of which she listened to as a child, resembles that of many Southern blacks 
whose ancestors experienced the outrages of slavery and for whom the conditions of 
the post-slavery South were little better. Brought up in a big family, Naylor acquires 
comparatively complete knowledge of southern traditions. Her mother Alberta 
McAlpin played a crucial and frequently acknowledged role in her life and writing 
career, encouraging her to express her feelings in print, helping shape her sense of 
unusual possibilities for female independence and autonomy. It’s Alberta who made a 
decision to raise her children in New York where she discovered that “there are as 
much segregation as in the South, but that division was more subtle” (Bellinelli, 2004: 
106) and where there were schools and libraries which are to Alberta “the key to 
advancement” (106) rather than in Mississippi where she was denied access to the 
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Another significant period in Naylor’s life is her seven years’ commitment to the 
Jehovah’s Witnesses, which few critics have looked seriously at the possible influence 
this religion had on the shaping of Naylor’s identity or on the directions taken by her 
art. After graduating from high school in 1968, Naylor has tied her ministry in the 
Jehavah’s Witnesses mostly due to the turmoil in America that year. Like many 
Americans, she was devastated by the assassination of Martin Luther King, Jr., on 4th 
April 1968. Naylor has stated after that tragedy, “I just felt there was absolutely no 
hope in this system, in this country, for any real change….I thought, if they’d kill a 
voice that is this moderate, where’s the hope?” (Bonetti, 2004: 50). The Jehovah’s 
Witnesses prophesied the destruction of this evil world, followed by a theocracy in 
which “there’d be a world government ruled by God, and then that would alleviate all 
of the inequities, all over the entire planet” (50).  
By nature, Naylor had always been painfully shy and so unwilling to talk about 
her feelings that, as mentioned, her mother encouraged her to write about them in a 
diary. Joining the Jehovah’s Witnesses requires her to spend hours each week going 
door to door, to encounter strangers and try to persuade them to let her preach “the 
truth”, --in short, it brings her out of her shyness and gives her a cause. The daily 
activity as a minister indeed helps strengthen her sense of self-worth and self-esteem. 
At that time, women, who joined the religion, might find a significance and value not 
recognized by the world, as Harrison states: “Their religion allows their voices…to 
emerge. As female witnesses preach from door to door, instructing people in their 
homes, they experience a multiplication of their personalities. People listen to them; 
they are valuable, bearers of a life-giving message” (Harrison, 1978: 82). Interestingly, 
Naylor recently remarked about the fact that during her teens and early twenties (the 
year she was involved in the Jehovah’s Witnesses).  
 
…I have daydreams where one dream would leave off and then the next night I would 
pick it up and take it someplace else. The dreams would be in segments, like a soap 
opera. I was always the star. It was always me, five years later, or older, in some 
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would depend on how interested I was in that particular fantasy. These daydreams 
would deal with either career aspiration or romantic aspirations. I’d ultimately finish 
one off and start a new fantasy. (Naylor, 1993: 168)  
 
From what Naylor said about these “daydreams”, it can be inferred that those years in 
Jehovah’s Witnesses are quite important for her to begin her writing career and 
beneficial for developing her artistic sensibility and imagination.  
In 1975, the year Armageddon was to arrive according to the prophecy of the 
religion, Naylor left the Jehovah’s Witnesses “because Armageddon hadn’t come; 
things weren’t better but worse” (Bonetti, 2004: 51). There were also other factors 
that influenced her decision. She began to realize the insignificance in preaching and 
appealing the theocracy. Besides, there had sometimes been friction between her and 
Jehovah’s Witnesses officials because she was a questioner, and questioning was not 
allowed: It was considered “an affront to God whose ways are higher than our ways.” 
(Harrison, 1978: 92). She had always had a desire to learn, and learning was likewise 
not allowed. Leaving the Jehovah’s Witnesses, though clearly necessary to her 
development as a human being, let alone her development into the writer she is today, 
was extremely traumatic for Naylor; it led to a nervous breakdown. As she remarks 
frequently, control is crucial to her, and being a Jehovah’s Witnessess undoubtedly 
gave her, as it seems to give all its adherents, “the illusion of total control” (242). 
Moreover, because membership in the Jehovah’s Witnessess places an individual in a 
closed society limited to other Witnessess, to leave the religion is to leave one’s 
friends, one’s support system. It is little wonder that Naylor suffered extreme mental 
and emotional distress upon leaving the Jehovah’s Witnessess, for in addition to 
enduring the experience of “disfellowingshipping” she had to begin the even more 
difficult work of rebuilding from the ground up a value system for herself. It took her 
many years, she has said, to come to see herself as a good person. 
That process was undoubtedly aided by the support and love she received from her 
parents, whose home she returned to in 1975, and by her decision to go to college. 
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